
How to talk about mental health
The COVID-19 pandemic and other 
stressors of the past few years not only 
opened the door for a conversation 
about mental health, they practically 
tore it off the hinges.

Feelings of stress, anxiety, and 
uncertainty are not uncommon, which 
means there has never been a better 
time to talk about mental health.

What’s this conversation like? That 
depends on the issues at hand, and whether you’re discussing problems you 
have been experiencing or concerns about another’s mental health.

Open conversations about mental health can remove the stigma surrounding the 
issue. These tips can help get the conversation going:

Talking about your mental health with family and friends
• Send a text message or write a note stating that you have some important 

things on your mind and would like to make time to talk about them.

• Find information online, a pamphlet, or booklet you can refer to when 
explaining how you feel. 

• Practice talking about mental health issues in front of a mirror.

• Gather your thoughts and write down information you’d like to share. This 
can include:

 ❍ How you have been feeling.
 ❍ Examples of what you have been struggling with.
 ❍ How it feels to tell others about this, and why you feel it’s important to 

tell them. 
 ❍ Suggestions for support (listening, help with finding a therapist and 

getting to an appointment, creating a plan, being there with a hug). 

Simply talking about mental health issues can bring relief, but don’t be 
discouraged if the person you’re talking to isn’t receptive. Find someone else to 
talk to. Mental health issues shouldn’t be ignored. ♦

Help is available: If you are considering harming yourself or need 
immediate help with mental health issues, call the National Suicide 
Prevention Line at 1-800-273-TALK (8255).

Providing support to others
To open the door to a discussion about 
mental health, try these conversation starters 
based on questions from MentalHealth.gov:

I’m worried about you. Are you 
talking to someone about this? Can I 
help you find someone to talk to?

I care. What do you want me to 
know about how you’re feeling?

I’m concerned. How can I help you 
get help? 

It seems like you’re going through 
a tough time. How can I help you find 
more information about how to deal 
with this?

How to listen
If someone asks to talk to you about a 
mental health concern:

• Listen without interrupting. Don’t be 
judgmental or minimize the issue.

• Let them know if you’ve gone through 
something similar, while keeping the 
focus on them.

• Be ready to connect the person with 
help.

It can be helpful to compare mental health 
issues to a physical illness. In some people, 
a cold turns into pneumonia and additional 
care is needed. When feelings of sadness 
or anxiety don’t let up, professional help is 
needed to support recovery. ♦
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When worry becomes anxiety, healthy habits can help
It’s not uncommon 
to worry. The future, 
finances, health, work, 
and relationships provide 
plenty of fodder. 

When feelings of worry 
intensify, and emerge for 
no real reason, it’s time 
for a closer look.

Anxiety is worry that’s been super-sized. It can bring 
persistent and excessive feelings of nervousness or dread that 
are difficult to control. Physical pain, fatigue, or shortness 
of breath that accompanies anxiety can make it difficult to 
concentrate and interfere with daily life.

Signs of anxiety
Signs of anxiety can include:

• A sense of impending danger, panic, or doom

• Difficulty controlling feelings of worry about ordinary 
things

• Extreme nervousness about health, finances, or work

• Difficulty relaxing, feeling on edge

• Restlessness

• Headaches and muscle aches

• Irritability

• Feeling weak or tired, having trouble concentrating

• Sleep problems

Controlling anxiety
The cause of anxiety could be linked to a family trait, health 
issue, or traumatic event. When symptoms arise, talk to a 
health care provider. Treatment is available, and can include 
therapy, medication, and support groups. 

In addition, practicing healthy habits can help. While they’re 
not a replacement for treatment recommended by a health 
care professional, they can complement it. This includes:

• Reducing caffeine intake

• Getting at least seven hours of sleep each night

• Exercising

• Practicing mindfulness

• Meditating

If you think you might be developing an anxiety disorder, 
talk to your health care provider. Your workplace employee 
assistance program may also offer information about support 
and treatment. ♦

An exercise program may help ease anxiety
When you’re looking for relief from anxiety, it can help to get 
into an exercise routine. A recent study found that exercise 
can reduce anxiety, and vigorous activity may be especially 
effective.

Participants in a recent study who had moderate to high 
anxiety saw their anxiety levels drop to low after participating 
in a 12-week exercise program. Even those with chronic 
anxiety saw improvement.

Those in the study had 6o-minute training sessions three times 
a week, and did both cardio and strength training exercises. 
After warming up, they visited 12 exercise stations for 45 
minutes, and then cooled down and stretched.

The study, published in the Journal of Affective Disorders, 
found that both moderate and vigorous exercise lowered 
anxiety. Those in the vigorous exercise group (attaining 
75 percent of their maximum heart rate) had a greater 
improvement in their anxiety symptoms.

“The more intensely they exercised, the more their anxiety 
symptoms improved,” noted Malin Henriksson, the study’s first 
author.

While intense exercise has benefits, it’s best to start slow if you 
haven’t exercised in a while. In addition, if you’re coping with 
anxiety, always follow the recommendations made by your 
health care provider. Exercise isn’t a substitute for necessary 
medications or other treatments, but can support both mental 
and physical health.♦

 By the Numbers
1 in 5 Americans experiences a mental illness  
at some point.

Next Month’s Topic: 
Summertime health


